Background {#Sec1}
==========

During the last decade several studies investigated the impact of intimate partner violence (IPV) on children's health. A recent study by World Health Organization (WHO) shows that the global prevalence of physical and/or sexual intimate partner violence among all ever-partnered women was 30.0 % \[[@CR39]\]. The estimates of physical and sexual violence are substantially higher in the developing countries in general \[[@CR12], [@CR14], [@CR25]\]. South Asia reports some of the highest rates of violence \[[@CR17], [@CR20], [@CR30]\].

Evidence is available on negative consequences of IPV for women's health and well-being \[[@CR6]\]. Several studies reported the link between IPV and women's mental health and depression \[[@CR8], [@CR28]\]. Some of the studies also highlighted an association between such violence and reproductive health outcomes like non-use of contraception, gynecological problems, unintended pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections including HIV/AIDS. These results suggest there may be direct or indirect impact of IPV on children as well.

Significant attention has also been dedicated to the potential negative role of IPV on the health and survival of infants. Some population based studies have reported considerable adverse effects of IPV upon gestational and birth outcomes \[[@CR3]\]. This also contributes in part to the association between IPV and prematurity or low birth weight \[[@CR31], [@CR38]\].

Studies on the association between IPV and childhood mortality are much more limited. Most of such studies come from developed countries. Scanty literature on this topic in the developing world includes some studies from India and one study from Bangladesh. Several studies from north India suggested significant association between lifetime IPV and infant mortality risks \[[@CR1], [@CR2], [@CR19], [@CR23]\]. A population-based study from rural Bangladesh convincingly showed association between IPV and child mortality \[[@CR5]\].

Studies in Bangladesh convincingly showed that children of women exposed to IPV have greater exposure to potentially dangerous conditions like diarrhea and Acute Respiratory Infection (ARI) \[[@CR4], [@CR36]\]. Impact of IPV on child nutrition has also been demonstrated by a few studies \[[@CR3], [@CR40]\].

The current study builds upon the existing literature and explores association between IPV and childhood morbidity expanding the study beyond a single country to include three neighboring countries in South Asia, i.e., Bangladesh, India and Nepal.

Methods {#Sec2}
=======

Study population and sampling procedure {#Sec3}
---------------------------------------

The study uses three datasets \[[@CR16]\]-- Bangladesh Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) 2007, India National Family and Health Survey (NFHS) -- 2005--06 and Nepal DHS 2011. Both DHS and NFHS are nationally-representative household surveys on population, health, and nutrition. These surveys employed a two stage sampling procedure with the first stage involving the selection of primary sampling units (PSUs); these were probability proportional to the size and represent the number of households within the PSU. The second stage used a systematic technique to sample households from each of the selected PSUs. The details of the methods and procedures used in data collection in DHS and NFHS surveys are provided in the respective DHS and NFHS reports \[[@CR18], [@CR27], [@CR29]\]. Informed consent was obtained from the study participants. All these three surveys have similar modules on violence. These questions were administered to a sub-sample.

This secondary analysis includes a total of 40,394 women from India, Bangladesh and Nepal. The women selected for the violence module had at least one child under the age of 5 years during the survey. We included all the children under the age of 5 years in this sample. Therefore a total number of 58,725 children of these women were included in the study.

Ethical clearance and considerations {#Sec4}
------------------------------------

The original survey was administrated in accordance with the WHO ethical and safety guidelines for research on IPV. The institution review board of ICF Macro (formerly Macro International Inc.), an advisory, implementation, and evaluation services firm providing research-based solutions to U.S. federal government agencies in health and other areas. Reviewed and approved the surveys used in the study. The interviewers received special training to implement this module. The training focused on how to ask sensitive questions, ensure privacy, and build rapport between interviewer and respondent. Verbal Informed consent was also obtained from the respondents. Details of the informed consent statement can be found in the appendix section of the respective reports \[[@CR18], [@CR27], [@CR29]\].

Exposure and outcome measures {#Sec5}
-----------------------------

This study considers IPV as the main exposure variable while child morbidity as the outcome of interest.

IPV {#Sec6}
---

Women were asked the following questions about their experience of IPV involving their husbands over the past 12 months.i.Has your husband pushed, shook or threw something?ii.Has your husband slapped you?iii.Has your husband twisted your arm or pulled your hair?iv.Has your husband punched with fist or something harmful?v.Has your husband kicked you, dragged you or beaten you up?vi.Have you been threatened by a weapon or had a weapon used against you by your husband? Has your husband been choked you or burn you on purpose?vii.Have you been physically forced to have sex or otherwise sexually abused by your husband?

A new dummy IPV variable was created based on the answer to the above questions. A positive response to any one of the first six questions was treated as indicative of physical IPV victimization and was coded as "1" and if none of the responses was positive, exposure to physical violence was coded as "0". A similar strategy was followed for deriving a variable indicating exposure or non-exposure to sexual IPV. Then two more variables were created to indicate exposure to any IPV or both IPV.

Child morbidity {#Sec7}
---------------

Women were asked whether their child had been ill with fever, diarrhea, or a cough accompanied by short, rapid breathing in the 2 weeks prior to the surveys. Acute Respiratory Infection (ARI) was defined as the presence of cough, along with short, rapid breathing. Binary variables for Diarrhea, ARI and Fever were created which indicated the presence of each of these outcomes among the children in the past 2 weeks prior the survey. For these cases, "0" indicated absence of the symptoms while "1" indicated presence of the same.

Covariates {#Sec8}
----------

The study controlled for well established correlates of child morbidity such as age, religion, education, living standard, employment status and areas of residence \[[@CR18], [@CR27], [@CR29]\].

Respondent's age was classified into 5 groups. The respondents were asked if they attended any educational institution and if yes then the highest level completed (primary, secondary, higher) was asked. We used the information to classify education of the mother into the following categories: (no education, primary, secondary & higher).

Respondents were asked about the main source of drinking water for their household and presented with options like piped water, tube well or borehole, dug well, spring water, surface water etc. The responses were grouped into three major categories: Tube well or borehole, piped water and other sources. Women were asked about the toilet facility and the responses were classified in the groups of pit latrine, flush and no facility. Cooking fuel of the household was classified into: electricity, gas, kerosene, wood/coal and others.

We used the DHS wealth index calculated as follows: each asset was assigned a weight (factor score) generated through principal component analysis, and the resulting asset scores were standardized in relation to a normal distribution with a mean of zero and standard deviation of one. Each household was then assigned a score for each asset, and the scores were summed for each household; individuals were ranked according to the total score of the household in which they resided. The sample was then divided into quintiles from one (lowest) to five (highest).

Statistical analysis {#Sec9}
--------------------

We calculated descriptive statistics for socio-demographic and morbidity characteristics for our selected sample individuals. The relationhip between morbidity and selected demographic and socio-economic factors were examined first using chi-square test. Then we used logistic regression models for exploring the relationship between IPV and different child morbidity outcomes. After this step we ran multiple logistic regression analysis. We calculated the adjusted odds ratio to measure the strength of associations. SPSS version 17 was used for the analysis.

Results {#Sec10}
=======

Background characteristics of the women and their children are presented in Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}. Most of the women were aged between 20 and 30 years and around 40 % of them had no formal education. Approximately one third of these women reported experience of IPV.Table 1Background characteristics of women and their children included in the study (pooled data)VariablesPercent of Women (*n* = 40,394)VariablesPercent of Children (*n* = 58,725)Age GroupsMother's Age15--199.515--195.220--2424.820--2432.325--2930.425--2934.630--3928.630--3925.440--496.840--492.5Education LevelMother's EducationNo Education38.6No Education40.8Primary37.5Primary37.1Secondary15.6Secondary14.5Higher8.3Higher7.6Type of residenceType of residenceUrban39.6Urban37.8Rural60.4Rural62.2Wealth IndexWealth IndexPoorest17.5Poorest17.8Poorer17.8Poorer18.6Middle19.8Middle20.7Richer21.7Richer21.9Richest23.3Richest21.0Source of Drinking WaterSource of Drinking WaterTube well or Borehole32.1Tube well or Borehole36.6Piped Connection41.1Piped Connection38.8Other26.8Other24.6Toilet FacilityToilet FacilityNo Facility41.6No Facility30.8Flush28.2Flush26.5Pit latrine or other30.2Pit latrine or other42.7Exposed to IPVMorbidityPhysical violence30.4Fever15.4Sexual violence8.8Diarrhea9.8Both/Either32.6ARI8.9

In Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"}, presents the results of cross tabulation between different form of violence against women and the three diseases of interest. Across board a higher proportion of the children of abused mothers experienced the illnesses. Mothers exposed to sexual violence reported more incidents of child fever, diarrhea or ARI which are 22.6, 14.9 and 18.0 % respectively compared to children of sexually non- abused mothers 14.3, 8.3 and 13.2 % respectively (*p* \< 0.001).Table 2Different forms of violence and child morbidityFeverDiarrheaARINoYesNoYesNoYesSexual OnlyNo85.7 %14.3 %91.7 %8.3 %86.8 %13.2 %Yes77.4 %22.6 %85.1 %14.9 %82.0 %18.0 %p value\<0.001\<0.001\<0.001Physical OnlyNo86.9 %13.1 %92.4 %7.6 %90.9 %9.1 %Yes80.6 %19.4 %88.3 %11.7 %76.1 %23.9 %p value\<0.001\<0.001\<0.001BothNo85.6 %14.4 %91.6 %8.4 %88.2 %11.8 %Yes76.5 %23.5 %84.4 %15.6 %60.7 %39.3 %p value\<0.001\<0.001\<0.001

Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"} shows the results of multivariate logistic regression analysis controlled for mothers' age, education, and wealth index, type of residence, source of drinking water, toilet facility and type of cooking fuel as covariates. Table [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"} shows adjusted and unadjusted result for each of the controlling variables.

The results show that Maternal experience of physical IPV increased the likelihood of child fever by 46 % (AOR: 1.46, 95 % CI: 1.37--1.55), sexual IPV by 67 % (AOR: 1.67, 95 % CI: 1.59--1.87), and both physical and sexual IPV by 64 % (AOR: 1.64, 95 % CI: 1.49--1.81).Table 3Adjusted odds ratios and 95 % confidence intervals for associations between different forms of maternal IPV and under-five child morbidity (pooled data)\*FeverDiarrheaARIPhysical IPV onlyNo1.001.001.00Yes1.46 (1.37, 1.55)1.55 (1.46, 1.64)1.53 (1.42, 1.64)Sexual IPV onlyNo1.001.001.00Yes1.67 (1.59, 1.75)1.79 (1.62, 1.98)1.72 (1.59, 1.87)Both physical and sexual IPVNo1.001.001.00Yes1.64 (1.49, 1.81)1.66 (1.49, 1.81)1.76 (1.61, 1.92)Physical or sexual IPVNo1.001.001.00Yes1.44 (1.35, 1.54)1.56 (1.44, 1.69)1.57 (1.48, 1.67)\*Adjusted for maternal age, maternal education, type of residence, types of cooking fuel, wealth index, toilet facility, and source of drinking waterTable 4Adjusted and unadjusted odds ratios and 95 % confidence intervals any IPV and covariatesFeverDiarrheaARIUnadjustedAdjustedUnadjustedAdjustedUnadjustedAdjustedVariablesORCIORCIORCIORCIORCIORCIAny IPVNo (Reference)111111Yes1.611.511.441.351.751.621.561.441.741.641.571.481.711.541.881.691.841.67Mother's Age15--19 (Reference)11111120--241.951.741.941.731.881.651.821.581.931.731.91.712.192.182.192.112.142.1225--291.711.531.761.571.551.351.521.321.641.481.681.511.911.981.781.761.831.8830--391.431.261.481.311.271.091.271.091.271.131.311.171.611.671.471.481.411.4740--491.140.981.150.990.900.780.890.730.970.850.990.861.311.331.091.071.121.14Mother's highest education levelNo Education (Reference)111111Primary1.141.061.081.000.950.860.930.841.221.131.121.041.241.181.051.031.311.20Secondary0.980.921.040.970.920.850.990.901.050.991.090.961.051.121.001.081.121.24Higher0.770.690.980.850.600.510.780.650.820.740.950.880.861.120.690.940.911.02Type of ResidenceUrban (Reference)111111Rural1.151.091.030.951.121.041.060.931.101.041.161.071.221.141.201.181.161.25Wealth IndexPoorest (Reference)111111Poorer1.050.960.990.910.950.850.950.851.050.970.990.911.141.091.061.071.141.08Middle0.910.840.880.800.940.850.960.860.980.900.920.831.000.971.051.081.061.00Richer0.870.800.910.810.840.750.890.770.900.830.860.770.951.020.931.020.980.96Richest0.700.640.860.750.620.560.740.620.710.660.780.680.761.000.700.890.770.89Source of Drinking waterTube well/ Borehole (Reference)111111Piped Water0.980.920.800.680.780.720.980.901.030.960.910.771.050.940.851.071.101.07Other1.511.411.451.341.491.391.320.701.050.961.431.331.621.561.582.471.141.53Type of Toilet FacilityPit Latrine (Reference)111111Flush0.950.900.950.740.790.730.830.680.970.920.910.571.011.200.851.021.031.44No facility1.561.451.791.501.691.561.631.191.030.930.940.741.692.131.802.241.151.19Type of Cooking fuelElectricity (Reference)111111Gas1.331.000.800.601.290.701.050.951.320.840.860.651.771.082.401.172.071.13Kerosene1.391.091.270.991.361.011.100.881.311.051.190.951.761.621.831.371.631.49Wood/Coal1.731.11.140.711.451.021.260.871.431.101.61.472.741.812.061.821.851.73Other1.961.551.751.611.781.321.611.191.781.441.581.342.481.902.382.182.211.89

Maternal exposure to physical IPV increased the risks of diarrhea of the child by 55 % (AOR: 1.55, 95 % CI: 1.46--1.64), sexual IPV by 79 % (AOR: 1.79, 95 % CI: 1.62--1.98) and both physical and sexual IPV by 66 % (AOR: 1.66, 95 % CI: 1.49--1.81).

Maternal experience of physical IPV increased the likelihood of child's ARI by 53 % (AOR: 1.53, 95 % CI: 1.42--1.64) sexual IPV by 72 % (AOR: 1.72, 95 % CI: 1.59--1.87) and both physical and sexual IPV by 76 % (AOR: 1.76, 95 % CI: 1.61--1.92).

Discussion {#Sec11}
==========

The central aim of this study was to investigate the association between Intimate Partner Violence against women and child morbidity in South. The results of the study provide evidence of an association between IPV and child morbidity in these three countries of South Asia. The results are in line with previous findings \[[@CR1], [@CR2], [@CR5], [@CR15], [@CR19], [@CR21], [@CR23], [@CR33], [@CR35], [@CR36]\]. We found that a higher proportion of the children of IPV survivors reported fever, diarrhea or ARI compared to the non abused mothers irrespective of the form of violence. There may be several approaches to explain the association between IPV and child morbidity. We offer the following three classes among them:Poor mental health of the mother: Women who experience IPV tend to have higher level of psychological stress \[[@CR10], [@CR26]\] which may impede their capacity to provide adequate child care. There are physiological reasons for psychological stress is associated to anemia. Psychological stress is a risk factor for oxidative stress \[[@CR9], [@CR13]\], that produce free radicals and other organic molecules capable of damaging living tissue and can destroy red blood cells prematurely that results in a potential cause of hemolytic anemia. Additionally chronic stress has been found to result in long term reduction of hemoglobin suggesting that stress interferes with protein synthesis required to create new red blood cells. Conditions like anemia can weaken a person and lowers a person's productivity through a decreased ability to work \[[@CR37]\]. These physical conditions contribute poor child caring ability of a woman.Lack of empowerment: Intimate partner violence is often used as a tool for controlling women \[[@CR32]\]. Thus IPV is also strongly associated with inability of a woman to make decision for herself and for her children \[[@CR34]\] with obvious implications for her own health and nutrition and that of her children. Lack of empowerment also limits mother's ability to access household resources, health care services and participation in common health care activities \[[@CR32], [@CR34]\] which in turn lowers their ability to provide appropriate care to their children.Poor physical condition of the mother: In case of extreme IPV often the victims become physically unfit to give proper care to their children.

Besides, the children who witness IPV themselves tend to experience psychological stress; which in turn result in poor physiological conditions making the children vulnerable to morbidity \[[@CR7], [@CR11], [@CR22]\]. Investigation of the specific pathways through which IPV might influence child health and morbidity should be a high priority for future research.

Limitation {#Sec12}
----------

The cross sectional study design represents a limitation of this study. Though there may be some concern regarding the temporal ordering of IPV and child morbidity in cross sectional studies, previous research shows that IPV in this subcontinent is a relatively stable phenomenon that has its root in patriarchal structures and community norms of high acceptability of wife beating \[[@CR24]\].

Another limitation of the study is that both the outcome and the exposure variables are measured through self reports. Although in the DHS much care and preparation is taken into the design and execution of the interviews to create a safe atmosphere in which respondents would feel comfortable discussing the IPV, high stake in disclosure may always cause under reporting.

Conclusion {#Sec13}
==========

The study shows that IPV negatively affects child's health not only in individual countries, but also in the South Asia region. The children of an abused mother are more likely to experience diseases like fever, diarrhea and ARI compared to the children of non-abused mothers. IPV should be considered as a major health problem affecting not only women, but also their children in South Asia. Although it seems IPV is most strongly associated with socioeconomic demographic and contextual disadvantages, incidents of IPV among socially marginalized groups may aggravate the negative effects of cumulative disadvantages of poor child health outcomes. The health sector in these countries needs to take action to eliminate IPV for improving child health. Future studies should investigate the influence of potential mechanisms mediating the association of IPV and child morbidity.
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